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​Chapter 1

​Room 12
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The first rule after prison was simple: don’t touch anything that ain’t yours.

Darius Hale had repeated that rule to himself so many times it had become almost religious. He said it when he walked past wallets left too close to the edge of convenience store counters. He said it when somebody at the halfway house left their phone charging in the common room. He said it when he saw car doors cracked open in parking lots, purses sitting in shopping carts, packages leaning against front doors like invitations.

Don’t touch anything that ain’t yours.

Freedom had rules. Most people didn’t know that. They thought freedom meant doing what you wanted, going where you pleased, waking up without somebody yelling count time through a loudspeaker. But for a man like Darius, freedom meant walking past temptation with your hands in your pockets. It meant speaking soft when somebody disrespected you. It meant swallowing anger until it burned a clean hole through your chest.

It meant being invisible.

That was why he liked working nights at the Mount Rose Motor Inn.

Nobody expected much from a night cleaner. Nobody looked him in the eye long enough to judge him. He came in after sunset, took the cart from the storage closet, wiped down bathrooms, stripped beds, hauled trash, unclogged drains when maintenance didn’t answer. By morning, the rooms looked like nobody had ever cried in them, lied in them, overdosed in them, cheated in them, or bled in them.

That was the trick of a motel. Every room got a reset.

Darius wished people worked the same way.

The Mount Rose sat off the highway like something the world had forgotten to tear down. Its neon sign buzzed above the office, half the letters dying in a pinkish flicker. At night, the sign didn’t say MOUNT ROSE. It said MOU T R SE, blinking like a bad omen. The parking lot smelled like rainwater, old oil, cigarette smoke, and the fried chicken place across the street. Trucks came through. Men who paid cash came through. Women who kept their sunglasses on after dark came through.

Darius kept his head down.

Room 12 was at the end of the bottom row, close to the ice machine that hadn’t made ice since before he got hired. The door was cracked when he reached it.

That stopped him.

He stood there with one hand on the cleaning cart and the other hovering near the ring of room keys clipped to his belt. The air around the doorway felt wrong. Not dangerous exactly. Just disturbed. Like when you walked into a place right after an argument ended and everybody pretended nothing had happened.

The yellow porch light above Room 12 attracted moths that bounced against it with dry little taps. Somewhere behind him, a semi groaned down the highway, its tires hissing over wet pavement. Darius listened. No voices. No television. No shower running.

He knocked anyway.

“Housekeeping.”

The word felt silly in his mouth. Too bright for a place like this.

No answer.

He pushed the door open with two fingers.

The room smelled like stale perfume, bleach, and fear.

Darius knew fear had a smell. People who had never been locked in a cell might not believe that, but he knew it. Fear came out through the skin, sharp and sour. It lived in fabric. It clung to pillows. Prison had taught him that long before the Mount Rose did.

He stepped inside.

The lamp beside the bed was on, throwing a weak amber circle across the carpet. One curtain panel hung loose from the rod, exposing a slice of black window. The bedspread had been yanked crooked. A plastic cup lay crushed near the dresser. The bathroom light flickered.

Darius stayed by the door for a second, letting his eyes sweep the room. Old habit. Corners. Closet. Bathroom. Window. Under the bed. Behind the door.

Clear.

He let out a breath.

“Just clean the room,” he muttered. “Ain’t none of your business.”

That had become his second rule.

He pulled on blue gloves from his back pocket and started with the trash. Fast food wrappers. Two cigarette butts floating in a Styrofoam cup. A receipt from a gas station. A torn corner of notebook paper with nothing on it but a line pressed deep from whatever had been written on the page above it.

He paused over that, then dropped it in the bag.

Don’t touch anything that ain’t yours.

The bathroom made him pause again.

A white towel lay balled beside the sink. Something dark had soaked into the fibers near the edge. Not a lot. Just enough to make the towel heavier on one side.

Darius stared at it.

He had seen blood before. More than he liked remembering. This wasn’t fresh bright red. It was brownish now, drying into the towel like rust.

He looked at himself in the mirror.

Thirty-eight years old, though some mornings felt like fifty. Close-cut beard. Tired eyes. Shoulders still broad from prison pushups and years of carrying weight nobody could see. His work shirt had MOUNT ROSE stitched over the pocket in crooked red thread. Under it, his heart beat steady but hard.

“Report it,” he told his reflection.

Then he imagined Marlene at the front desk.

Marlene with her gray bun, floral blouses, and eyes that smiled five seconds later than her mouth. Marlene who had hired him because the owner owed her a favor and because Darius agreed to work for less than anybody else. Marlene who always said, “We believe in second chances here,” while making sure he knew there would not be a third.

He could hear her already.

Blood? In Room 12? Are you sure, baby? You know how guests are. Nosebleeds. Women’s troubles. Best not to make a thing out of nothing.

Darius wrapped the towel in another towel and put it in the laundry bag.

He would mention it. Maybe.

He moved to the bed.

The sheets were twisted, damp with sweat. The pillowcase had mascara on it. Or dirt. He couldn’t tell. He stripped everything slow, checking for needles, pills, anything sharp. That was another rule from the motel. Hands find what eyes miss.

He pulled the fitted sheet loose from one corner.

Something tugged back.

Darius frowned.

The mattress was old and sunken in the middle, with a cigarette burn near the bottom seam. He lifted the corner higher and saw silver duct tape underneath.

Not a strip from a repair. A pocket.

His stomach tightened.

“Nope,” he whispered.

He dropped the mattress.

The room went quiet around him.

From outside, the neon sign buzzed and popped. Rainwater dripped from the roof gutter into a puddle below. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Darius stood over the bed, breathing through his nose.

This was the kind of moment that split a life in half. It didn’t announce itself with thunder. It came small. Quiet. A loose thread. A door left cracked. A taped envelope under a mattress in a motel room where somebody had maybe bled.

He should walk out.

He should call Marlene.

He should do anything except what his hand was already doing.

Darius lifted the mattress again.

The duct tape stretched with a sticky groan. He peeled it back carefully, wincing at the sound. A brown envelope came loose and slid into his palm.

It was thick.

Too thick.

He held it like it might explode.

For a long second he only stared at it. His name wasn’t on it. Nobody had handed it to him. No part of it belonged to him.

But the weight of it spoke a language every broke man understood.

Darius sat on the edge of the bed.

“Don’t,” he said.

His thumb opened the flap.

Inside was cash.

Not hundreds wrapped like movie money. Mostly twenties and fifties, worn bills folded tight with a rubber band around them. A driver’s license. A black burner phone. A brass key with a small plastic tag that read 8. And a folded note.

Darius touched the cash first, then hated himself for it.

He counted fast without meaning to. Prison had made his fingers good at counting. Commissary. Stamps. Debts. Favors. Time.

Four thousand eight hundred dollars.

His mouth went dry.

Four thousand eight hundred dollars was a used car. A security deposit. Three months of not waking up worried. A chance to stop asking supervisors for extra hours like dignity was something they could schedule.

He saw his parole officer’s face. Saw the halfway house director. Saw the disappointed look people kept ready for him, like they had been carrying it around just in case he proved them right.

He put the money back.

The driver’s license belonged to a woman named Keisha Bell. Twenty-nine years old. Brown skin. Round cheeks. A half smile that looked like she hadn’t trusted the camera but had smiled anyway. Fayetteville, North Carolina address.

Darius stared at that longer than he meant to.

Home. Not Leavenworth. Not this motel. Not the streets where people only knew the version of him that had come home from prison.

Fayetteville.

He hadn’t heard somebody say it right in years. Fayettenam. Where trouble had a rhythm and everybody knew somebody who knew your mama.

He unfolded the note.

The handwriting was shaky, pressed hard enough to bruise the paper.

If I don’t make it back, don’t trust the woman at the front desk.

Darius read it three times.

The room seemed to lean closer.

A cold feeling moved through him, starting at the back of his neck and sliding down between his shoulder blades. He looked toward the door. Still open. Still empty.

He folded the note back up, but his fingers had lost their calm.

“Hell no,” he whispered.

He shoved everything back into the envelope. Cash. Phone. Key. License. Note.

He was putting the flap down when the burner phone rang.

The sound cut through the room so sharp he almost dropped the envelope.

It wasn’t a ringtone. Just a plain electronic chirp, loud and ugly. It vibrated against the cash, buzzing like an insect trapped in paper.

Darius froze.

The phone rang again.

His first thought was to throw it.

His second was to answer.

His third was the one that scared him: somebody knew.

He looked at the door again. Then the window
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